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(54) Diffractive liquid crystal device and faster driving method therefor 



(57) A diffractive liquid crystal device comprises a 
bistable liquid crystal arranged as pixels with each pixel 
being addressed by a strobe electrode 5 and a pair of 
interdigitated data electrodes 1a and 1b. A strobe gen- 
erator 6 supplies an initial blanking pulse to each of the 
strobe electrodes 5 and then supplies strobe pulses in 
sequence to the strobe electrodes 5 for at least several 
frames without any more blanking pulses. A data signal 
generator 2 supplies data signals to the pairs of data 
electrodes la and lb which switch each pixel to a dif- 
fractive or non -diffractive state irrespective of its previ- 
ous state. In particular, the strobe signals comprise puls- 
es of opposite direction in consecutive frames. To select 
the non-diffractive pixel state, switching signals are ap- 
plied to both the first and second electrodes 1a and 1 b 
during each frame. To select the diffractive pixel state, 
the first and second electrodes 1a and 1b receive non- 
switching N and switching S pulses, respectively, during 
odd frames and switching S and non-switching N puls- 
es, respectively, during even frames. This arrangement 
may be periodically reversed for DC compensation. 
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Description 

The present invention relates to a diffractive liquid 
crystal device. For instance, such a device may com- 
prise a ferroelectric liquid crystal (FLC) grating display 
for use in a projection display. 

Figure 1 of the accompanying drawings illustrates 
a known type of FLC display panel comprising an array 
of m rows and n columns of picture elements (pixels). 
The display comprises column or data electrodes 1 con- 
nected to respective outputs of a data signal generator 
2 so as to receive data signals Vd1 , Vd2. .. Vdn. The gen- 
erator 2 has a data input 3 for receiving data to be dis- 
played, for instance one row at a time. The generator 2 
has a synchronising input 4 for receiving timing signals 
so as to control the supply of the data signals to the data 
electrodes 1 . 

The display further comprises row or strobe elec- 
trodes 5 connected to respective outputs of a strobe sig- 
nal generator 6 so as to receive respective strobe sig- 
nals Vs1 , Vs2.. . Vsm. The generator 6 has a synchronis- 
ing input which is also connected to receive timing sig- 
nals for controlling the timing of supply of the strobe sig- 
nals to the strobe electrodes 5. 

The display further comprises an FLC arranged as 
a layer between the data electrodes 1 and the strobe 
electrodes 5. The FLC is bistable and has a minimum 
in its x-V characteristic. The liquid crystal layer is dis- 
posed between parallel rubbed alignment layers. The 
intersections between the data and strobe electrodes 
define individual pixels which are addressable inde- 
pendently of each other. 

Figure 2 of the accompanying drawings is a timing 
diagram illustrating the timing and waveforms of the da- 
ta and strobe signals for the display of Figure 1 . The 
strobe signals Vs1, Vs2, ...Vsm are supplied in se- 
quence to the strobe electrodes with each strobe signal 
occupying a respective time slot. Thus, the strobe signal 
Vs1 is supplied during the time slot to to t,, the strobe 
signal Vs2 is supplied during the time slot t-, to t 2 , and 
so on with the sequence repeating after all of the elec- 
trodes 5 have been strobed to complete a frame of data 
at time t m . 

Each time slot is divided into four sub-slots, for in- 
stance as illustrated for the first time slot with the sub- 
slots starting at t 0 , t a , t b and t c . During each active time 
slot, for instance the first time slot of the frame for the 
strobe signal Vs1 , the strobe signal may have any suit- 
able form. In Figure 2 by way of example, the strobe 
signal is illustrated as having zero level for the first two 
sub-slots and a predetermined level for the third and 
fourth sub-slots. In order to prevent DC imbalance, the 
polarities of the strobe signals are reversed after each 
complete frame of data. The data signals Vd1, Vd2... 
Vdn are supplied simultaneously with each other and in 
synchronism with the strobe signals as shown in Figure 
2. For the purpose of illustration, each data signal is il- 
lustrated by a rectangular box in Figure 2. Also, gaps 
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are shown between consecutive data signals forthe pur- 
pose of clarity although, in practice, consecutive data 
signals are contiguous. 

Figure 3 illustrates typical strobe and data wave- 
s forms of the JOERS/ALVEY drive scheme as disclosed 
in P.W.H. Surguy, et al, Ferroelectrics 122, 63, 1991. 
The JOERS/ALVEY drive scheme is suitable for use 
with FLC materials having low spontaneous polarisa- 
tions Ps and showing i-Vmin behaviour. A blanking 
pulse is supplied to each strobe electrode 5, for instance 
at the start of each frame or before each line address 
time (LAT). The blanking pulse resets all of the pixels 
addressed by the strobe electrode 5, normally to a dark 
state. The blanking pulse is followed by a strobe pulse 
and data pulses are simultaneously supplied to all the 
data electrodes 1 so as to enter the next row of image 
data in the display. 

The data signal supplied to each data electrode 1 
may be a switching pulse SW for switching the pixel to 
its bright state or a non-switching pulse NSW such that 
the pixel remains in its dark state. The resultant switch- 
ing and non-switching pulses applied across the pixels 
are illustrated in Figure 3. 

The so-called Malvern extensions are illustrated in 
broken line in Figure 3 and have the effect of extending 
the strobe pulse. This technique is disclosed in J.R. 
Hughes, E.R Raynes, Liquid Crystals 13, 597, 1993. 
This technique enhances the speed and contrast of the 
display. The LAT is reduced at the expense of the size 
of the drive window. 

Such techniques allow the use of a passive matrix 
addressing arrangement with a bistable liquid crystal 
such as FLC. At the start of each frame or at the start of 
each line of each frame, all the pixels or the line of pixels 
are blanked to their dark state. Data to be displayed are 
then written to the display a line at a time and the bist- 
ability of the liquid crystal material ensures that the se- 
lected optical state is held until the pixel is blanked and 
refreshed during the next frame. 

A disadvantage of such an arrangement is the loss 
of contrast and brightness which results from the blank- 
ing of the pixels before refreshing. In particular, for a cer- 
tain proportion of each frame time, each pixel is always 
blanked to one of its stable states. In general, this is its 
dark state so as to provide a visually more acceptable 
display. Where a pixel is to be switched to its light state, 
the brightness and contrast are reduced because the 
pixel only spends a fraction of the frame in its desired 
bright state. 

A diffractive spatial light modulator and display are 
disclosed in GB 2 313 920 and EP 0 811 872, the con- 
tents of which are incorporated herein by reference. A 
high resolution electrode structure is used to switch FLC 
into fine pitch regions suitable for the diffraction of light, 
for instance for use in a high brightness projection dis- 
play. In particular, each pixel is provided with an inter- 
digitated electrode structure such that alternate strips of 
the FLC may be switched into the same optical state or 
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into a different optical state. When all of the strips are 
switched to the same state, the pixel does not diffract 
light, which therefore emerges from the pixel into the ze- 
roth order of diffraction. An optical system for gathering 
light from the pixels is generally arranged not to gather 
light in this mode so that the pixel appears dark. 

When alternate strips of the FLC are switched to 
different optical states, the pixel acts as a diffraction 
grating. For instance, the interdigitated strips of FLC 
may apply different phase delays, for instance differing 
by 1 80 degrees, to light passing therethrough. The pixel 
acts as a diffraction grating with light being diffracted into 
the non-zeroth diffraction orders where it is collected by 
the associated optical system so that the pixel appears 
bright. 

The known types of addressing schemes, for in- 
stance as illustrated in Figures 2 and 3, may be used 
with such diffractive FLC spatial light modulators. How- 
ever, because each pixel is blanked to its dark state dur- 
ing part of each frame, there is a loss of brightness and 
contrast as described hereinbefore. 

One possible way of avoiding this disadvantage 
would be to compare the new pixel data with the existing 
pixel data so as to apply a switching signal only to those 
pixels whose optical state has to be changed. Such an 
arrangement would avoid the need for blanking the pix- 
els before supplying fresh image data. However, such 
an arrangement is inconvenient in that the states of all 
the pixels would have to be stored, for instance in a 
frame memory, so as to ascertain whether a switching 
signal should be supplied to each pixel. In addition to 
the cost of providing a frame store, additional process- 
ing circuitry is required to perform the comparison. Thus, 
the complexity is increased and hence the manufactur- 
ing yield is reduced, both of which lead to increased 
cost. 

According to the invention, there is provided a dif- 
fractive liquid crystal device comprising: a layer of bist- 
able liquid crystal; a plurality of strobe electrodes; a plu- 
rality of pairs of data electrodes; a plurality of picture 
elements, each of which is formed at an intersection of 
a respective one of the strobe electrodes and a respec- 
tive one of the pairs of data electrodes, the data elec- 
trodes of each pair being interdigitated at each picture 
element; a strobe signal generator for supplying strobe 
signals to the strobe electrodes such that each strobe 
electrode receives strobe signals of alternate polarity in 
consecutive frames of a first time period; and a data sig- 
nal generator for supplying first and second data signals 
to first and second ones of the data electrodes, respec- 
tively, of each pair in synchronism with each strobe sig- 
nal, characterised in that the strobe signals do not in- 
clude blanking signals between the frames of the fist 
time period and in that the first and second data signals 
comprise, during the first time period: switching signals 
for selecting a non -diffractive picture element state; a 
switching signal and a non-switching signal, respective- 
ly, in odd frames for selecting a diffractive picture ele- 



ment state; and a non-switching signal and a switching 
signal, respectively, in even frames for selecting a dif- 
fractive picture element state. 

It is thus possible to provide a diffractive liquid crys- 
5 tal device which does not require blanking before re- 
freshing each pixel so that the brightness and contrast 
are improved. The strobe and data signals are such that 
switching to the desired diffractive or non -diffractive 
state does not depend on the previous state of a pixel. 
10 The strobe signal generator may be arranged to 
supply to each of the strobe electrodes a first blanking 
signal preceding and of opposite polarity to that of the 
strobe signal of a first frame of the first period. The 
strobe signal generator may be arranged to supply the 
15 first blanking signals simultaneously to the strobe elec- 
trodes. In order for correct operation of the device, it is 
sufficient for a blanking operation to be performed at the 
start of the first period, for instance when the display is 
first switched on. It is not then necessary to perform 
20 blanking of each pixel during each frame. 

In one embodiment, the data signal generator is ar- 
ranged to supply, during a second time period following 
the first time period, the first and second data signals 
comprising: switching signals for selecting a non-diff rac- 
25 tive picture element state; a non-switching signal and a 
switching signal, respectively, in odd frames for select- 
ing a diffractive picture element state: and a switching 
signal and a non-switching signal, respectively, in even 
frames for selecting a diffractive picture element state. 
30 The pixels may be blanked at the start of the second 
time period, for instance at the start of the first frame or 
at the start of each LAT of the first frame. 

In another embodiment, the strobe signal generator 
is arranged to supply, during a second time period fol- 
35 lowing the first time period, to each of the strobe elec- 
trodes a second blanking signal which is of opposite po- 
larity to that of the first blanking signal and which pre- 
cedes and is of opposite polarity to that of the strobe 
signal of a first frame of the second time period. The 
40 strobe signal generator may be arranged to supply the 
second blanking signals simultaneously to the strobe 
electrodes. 

It is thus possible to provide DC balancing of the 
pixels. Such DC balancing is desirable so as to avoid 
45 electrochemical degradation of the liquid crystal. 

For convenience, the strobe signals in a first frame 
of the first time period may be of the same polarity 

The bistable liquid crystal is preferably a ferroelec- 
tric liquid crystal, although other materials such as su- 
50 pertwisted nematic (STN) : antiferroelectric liquid crystal 
(AFLC), and bistable nematic (e.g. bistable twisted 
nematic (BTN)) may be used. FLC has the advantage 
of a rapid response time which allows passively ad- 
dressed displays of relatively high frame rates to be pro- 
55 vided. 

The invention will be further described, by way of 
example, with relerence to the accompanying drawings, 
in which: 
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Figure 1 is a diagrammatic plan view of a known 
FLC display; 

Figure 2 is a diagram illustrating waveforms occur- 
ring in the display of Figure 1 ; 

Figure 3 is a waveform diagram illustrating known 
addressing waveforms; 

Figure 4 is a diagrammatic plan view of a diff ractive 
liquid crystal device constituting an embodiment of 
the invention; 

Figure 5 is a diagram illustrating a detail of the de- 
vice of Figure 4; 

Figures 6 and 7 are waveform diagrams illustrating 
waveforms occurring in the device of Figure 4; 

Figures 8, 9 and 10 are diagrams illustrating wave- 
forms and operation of the device of Figure 4; 

Figure 11 is an exploded view of a pixel of the LCD 
of Figure 4; 

Figure 12 is a cross-sectional view of the pixel of 
Figure 11 ; 

Figure 1 3 is a schematic diagram of a projection dis- 
play including an LCD of the type shown in Figure 4; 

Figures 1 4 to 1 7 are waveform diagrams illustrating 
further addressing waveforms which may be used 
for devices of the type shown in Figure 4 using other 
liquid crystal modes; 

Figure 18 is an exploded view of a pixel of an LCD 
constituting another embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 1 9 is a cross-sectional view of the pixel of 
Figure 18; and 

Figure 20 is a diagrammatic view of an LCD consti- 
tuting a further embodiment of the invention. 

Like reference numerals refer to like parts through- 
out the drawings. 

The diffractive FLC device shown in Figure 4 is suit- 
able for use as a display panel in projection displays and 
differs from the device shown in Figure 1 in that the sin- 
gle data electrodes 1 are replaced by pairs of data elec- 
trodes 1a and 1b. Thus, the pixels of each column are 
provided with a first data electrode 1 a and a second data 
electrode 1 b. The first and second electrodes 1 a and 1 b 
are interdigitated as shown in more detail in Figure 5, 
where the interdigitated parts are shown rotated through 
90 degrees compared with the diagrammatic illustration 
in Figure 4. 
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The first electrode la comprises elongate portions 
such as 10 which alternate with elongate portions such 
as 11 of the second electrode 1b. The first electrodes 
1a of each column are connected together to receive 
s first data signals Vd1a, Vd2a,...Vdna whereas the sec- 
ond electrodes 1 b in each column are connected togeth- 
er to receive respective second data signals Vd1b, 
Vd2b,...Vdnb. 

The elongate portions 10 and 11 cooperate with the 
10 strobe electrodes 5 to define parallel strips or sub re- 
gions of the pixels such that the strips addressed by the 
first electrodes 1a may be switched to either of the two 
stable states of the FLC whereas the strips addressed 
by the second electrodes 1b may be switched similarly 
is to either state but independently of the first strips. The 
two stable states of the FLC of each strip will be referred 
to hereinafter as "up" and "down". 

When all of the strips are switched to the same up 
or down state, a pixel functions as a non -diff ractive op- 
tical element. When the first strips are in the up state 
and the second strips are in the down state or when the 
first strips are in the down state and the second strips 
are in the up state, the pixels function substantially iden- 
tically as diffraction gratings so as to diffract incident 
light into non-zero diffraction orders. For instance, the 
FLC may be such that a phase difference, such as 180 
degrees, is produced between light passing through the 
FLC in the up and down states so that the pixel functions 
as a phase-only diffraction grating. Such diff raction grat- 
ings operate on unpolarised light and therefore allow 
displays of high optical efficiency to be produced. 

The pixels operate in the non -diff ractive mode such 
that light passes into the zeroth diffraction order when 
the first and second strips are all either in the up state 
or in the down state. Similarly, the pixels operate as dif- 
fraction gratings both when the first strips are in the up 
state and the second strips are in the down state and 
when the first strips are in the down state and the second 
strips are in the up state. This removes the need for pixel 
blanking in each frame. 

The waveform diagrams of Figure 6 illustrate the 
blanking and strobe signals during a first time period af- 
ter switching on the device. In particular, these diagrams 
cover the first three frames starting at times TO, T1 and 
T2, respectively. Blanking pulses are supplied simulta- 
neously to the strobe electrodes 5 at the start of the first 
frame, after which strobe pulses are supplied in turn to 
the electrodes 5. The strobe pulses may be of conven- 
tional type, for instance as described hereinbefore with 
reference to Figure 3. As shown in Figure 6, the blanking 
pulses are applied only during the first frame with no 
blanking pulses being applied during subsequent 
frames of the first time period. 

The waveforms shown in Figure 7 differ from those 
shown in Figure 6 in that a blanking pulse is supplied to 
each strobe electrode 5 immediately before its strobe 
pulse during the first frame. Again, no subsequent 
blanking pulses are supplied during the first time period. 
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The data signals Vd1a,...Vdna > Vd1b,...Vdnb are 
supplied simultaneously to the first and second data 
electrodes 1a and 1b and in synchronism with each of 
the strobe pulses. The individual data signals may be 
switching or non-switching signals and may be of the 
conventional type described hereinbefore with refer- 
ence to Figure 3. 

Figure 8 illustrates operation of the device of Figure 

4 during the first three frames of the first time period. 
The operation in Figure 8 applies to a generic or arbitrary 
pixel of the device with all pixels being addressed and 
controlled in the same way. 

The blanking pulse has a polarity such that it switch- 
es all of the strips of the pixels of the device to the down 
state. This is illustrated at 15 which represents a pixel 
and shows the state of the strips controlled by the first 
data electrode 1a by the downwardly pointing arrow 
above the "a" and the state of the strips controlled by 
the second data electrode 1b by the downwardly point- 
ing arrow above the "b". The pixel represented at 15 is 
thus in the non-diffractive state and corresponds to a 
dark pixel in a display of the type which collects light 
from the non-zeroth diffractive orders. 

During the first frame, in order to maintain the pixel 
in the non-diffractive state, switching signals indicated 
by "S" are supplied to both the first and second elec- 
trodes 1a and 1b in synchronism with the strobe pulse 
of the "up" type such that the switching signals can 
switch the strips to the up state but not to the down state, 
as indicated by the upwardly pointing arrows adjacent 
the switching signals S. Both the first strips and the sec- 
ond strips are in the down state so that the switching 
signals S applied to the first and second electrodes 1a 
and 1 b switch the states of the first and second strips to 
the up state as shown at 16. Thus, all of the strips are 
in the same state so that the pixel remains in the non- 
diffractive state. 

If the pixel is to be switched from the blanked state 
to the diffractive state, then a non-switching signal N is 
applied to the first electrode 1a and a switching signal 

5 is applied to the second electrode 1b in synchronism 
with the up strobe pulse during the first frame. The non- 
switching signal N applied to the first electrode 1 a leaves 
the first strips a in the down state. The switching signal 
S in combination with the up strobe pulse switches the 
strips b controlled by the second electrode 1 b to the up 
state as illustrated at 17. 

In order to switch a generic or arbitrary pixel to the 
non-diffractive state during the second frame, switching 
signals S are applied to the first and second electrodes 
1a and 1b in synchronism with the down strobe pulse. 
If the pixel was already in the non-diffractive state as 
shown at 1 6, the switching signals switch all of the strips 
to the down state as shown at 18 so that the pixel re- 
mains in the non-diffractive state. If the pixel was in the 
diffractive state as illustrated at 1 7, the first strips a were 
already in the down state so that the switching signal S 
applied to the first electrodes causes no change. The 
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second strips b were in the up state but are switched to 
the down state by the switching signal S applied to the 
second electrode 1 b. Thus, again, the states of the strips 
are as shown at 18. 
5 If the pixel is required to be switched to the diffrac- 

tive state during the second frame, a switching signal S 
is applied to the first electrode la and a non-switching 
signal N is applied to the second electrode 1 b. If the pixel 
was in the non-diffractive state as shown at 16, the 
10 switching signal causes the first strips a to switch to the 
down state whereas the non -switching signal leaves the 
second strips b unchanged. Thus, the diffractive state 
illustrated at 19 is set. If the pixel was already in the dif- 
fractive state as illustrated at 17, the first strips a were 
15 already in the down state so that the switching signal S 
in combination with the down strobe pulse has no effect. 
Similarly, the non-switching signal has no effect on the 
second strips b so that the pixel remains in the same 
state as illustrated at 19. 

During the third frame, an up strobe pulse is sup- 
plied. Switching signals are applied to the first and sec- 
ond electrodes la and 1b in order for the pixel to be in 
the non-diffractive state. If the pixel was in the non-dif- 
fractive state as shown at 18, the strips were all in the 
down state. The switching signals and the up strobe 
pulse cause all the strips a and b to be switched to the 
up state as illustrated at 20. If the pixel was in the dif- 
fractive state as illustrated at 19, the switching signal S 
applied to the first electrode la causes the first strips a 
to be switched to the up state whereas the switching sig- 
nal applied to the second electrode 1 b has no effect be- 
cause the second strips b were already in the up state. 
The pixel is therefore switched to the state illustrated at 
20. 

If the pixel is required to be switched to the diffrac- 
tive state during the third frame, a non-switching signal 
N is applied to the first electrode ia and a switching sig- 
nal S is applied to the second electrode 1b. If the pixel 
was in the non-diffractive state, the non-switching signal 
causes no change so that the first strips a remain in the 
down state. The switching signal applied to the second 
electrode 1 b causes the second strips b to be switched 
to the up state as illustrated at 21 . If the pixel was in the 
diffractive state as illustrated at 1 9, the non-switching 
signal causes no change so that the first strips a remain 
in the down state. The second strips were in the up state 
so that the combination of the switching signal and the 
up strobe pulse has no effect and the pixel remains in 
the diffractive state illustrated at 21 . 

By applying the strobe and data signals as illustrat- 
ed in Figure 8, each pixel can be switched to a diffractive 
or non-diffractive state during each frame irrespective 
of the state of the pixel during the preceding frame. In 
other words, the combination of signals for switching 
each pixel to the diffractive or non-diffractive state does 
not depend on the previous state of the pixel. Blanking 
of the pixels to the same state, for instance non-diffrac- 
tive with all the strips in the down state as illustrated in 
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Figure 8, is necessary only at the start of the first time 
period, for instance when the device is initially switched 
on. No further blanking pulses are necessary in order 
for correct addressing to be achieved. 

A disadvantage of the arrangement shown in Figure s 
8 is that, when the pixels are in the diffractive state, they 
are always such that the first strips a are in the down 
state and the second strips b are in the up state as illus- 
trated at 17, 19 and 21. If any pixel were to remain in 
the diffractive state for a sufficient time, an internal ionic 
field could build up and could cause sticking and possi- 
ble electrochemical degradation of the FLC. Pixels 
which remain in the n on -diffractive state during several 
consecutive frames do not suffer from this problem be- 
cause the states of the strips a and b are reversed during 
each frame. 

In order to avoid this problem, the device may be 
operated in accordance with the arrangement illustrated 
in Figure 8 for a finite first time period, after which the 
mode of operation is altered as illustrated in Figures 9 
and 10. 

Figure 9 illustrates operation during a second time 
period which follows the first finite time period. All the 
pixels of the device are again blanked at the start of the 
second time period but by an up blanking pulse so that 
the strips a and b are all in the up state as illustrated at 

22. However, because the pixel operates diffractively, 
this corresponds to a non -diffractive state which gives 
a dark pixel for displays which collect light from the non- 
zeroth diffraction orders. The strobe pulse during the 
first frame is then a down strobe pulse and subsequent 
strobe pulses alternate as shown. Thus, the directions 
of the blanking and strobe pulses during the second time 
period are opposite those during the first time period il- 
lustrated in Figure 8. However the sequence of data sig- 
nals supplied to the first and second electrodes 1a and 
1b is the same as illustrated in Figure 8. During the sec- 
ond time period, the states of both the strips a and b 
alternate for the non -diffractive states as illustrated at 

23, 24 and 25. 
The diffractive states of the pixels are the same in 

each frame as illustrated at 26, 27, and 28 with the first 
strips in the up state and the second strips in the down 
state. However, the states of the strips in the diffractive 
mode during the second time period have been re- 
versed compared with the corresponding states during 
the first time period shown in Figure 8. By alternating 
the first and second time periods, compensation may be 
statistically achieved. For instance, each of the first and 
second time periods may comprise ten frames. Thus, 
although display blanking is required at the start of each 
time period, the loss of brightness and contrast is greatly 
reduced compared with blanking during each frame. 

Figure 10 illustrates an alternative arrangement for 
providing compensation to that illustrated in Figure 9. In 
this case, the blanking and strobe pulses are the same 
as shown in Figure 8. However, the data signals applied 
to the first and second electrodes are reversed. Thus, 



during the first frame, a switching signal S is applied to 
the first electrode la and a non-switching signal N is ap- 
plied to the second electrode 1b in order to select the 
diffractive state. This results in the strips a being in the 
up state and the strips b being in the down state for the 
diffractive state of the pixels during the second time pe- 
riod illustrated in Figure 10. 

Figures 11 and 12 show a reflection-mode diffrac- 
tive pixel of a display panel using the techniques illus- 
trated in Figures 4 to 10. The panel comprises a rectan- 
gular array of rectangular or substantially rectangular 
pixels, only one of which is shown in Figures 11 and 12. 
The panel comprises upper and lower glass substrates 
31 and 32. The upper substrate 31 is coated with a trans- 
parent conducting layer of indium tin oxide (ITO) which 
is etched to form elongate interdigitated electrodes 1a 
and 1b. The electrodes are covered with an alignment 
layer 34 for a ferroelectric liquid crystal material. In par- 
ticular, the alignment layer 34 is formed by obliquely 
evaporating silicon oxide at 84 degrees to the normal to 
the substrate 31 so as to induce the C1 state in ferroe- 
lectric liquid crystal material, for instance of the type 
known as SCE8 available from Merck. For instance, the 
alignment layer 34 may have a thickness of approxi- 
mately 10 nanometres. 

A combined mirror and electrode 5 is formed on the 
glass substrate 32 by depositing silver to a thickness of 
approximately 1 00 nanometres. A static quarter wave- 
plate 36 is formed on the silver mirror and electrode 35. 
This may be provided by spinning on a mixture of a re- 
active mesogen RM257 (available from Merck) in a suit- 
able solvent such as a toluene/xylene mixture with a 
photoinitiator. This is cured 1or approximately ten min- 
utes under ultraviolet light in an atmosphere of nitrogen. 
The thickness of the plate 36 is controlled, for instance 
by varying the mix ratios of the materials and the spin 
speed so that it acts as a quarter waveplate for a pre- 
determined bandwidth in the visible spectrum, for in- 
stance centred about 520 nanometres. The thickness d 
is given by the expression 



4. An 

where X is the wavelength of the centre of the band and 
An is the difference between the ordinary and extraor- 
dinary refractive indices of the material of the quarter 
waveplate 36. The quarter waveplate 36 therefore typi- 
cally has a thickness of the order of 800 nanometres. 

A further alignment layer 37 is formed on the quarter 
waveplate 36 : for instance as described hereinbefore for 
the alignment layer 34. The substrates 31 and 32 are 
then spaced apart, for instance by spacer balls of two 
micrometre diameter, and stuck together so as to form 
a cell which is filled with the ferroelectric liquid crystal 
material to form a layer 38. The spacing provides a layer 
of ferroelectric liquid crystal material which provides a 
half wave of retardation so that the liquid crystal layer 
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acts as a half wave retarder whose optic axis is switch- 
able as described hereinafter. In particular, the ferroe- 
lectric liquid crystal layer has a thickness d given by 



2 * n FLC 

where An FLC is the difference between the ordinary and 
the extraordinary refractive indices of the ferroelectric 10 
liquid crystal material. 

In order to optimise the brightness of the display, 
the reflectivity of each interface should preferably be re- 
duced, for instance by applying antireflection coatings 
to the substrate 31 and by optically burying the elec- is 
trodes 1a and 1b. 

The electrodes la, 1 b and 5 are arranged as shown 
in Figure 4. 

For each pixel, the electrode 5 acts as a common 
electrode which is connectable to a reference voltage 20 
line, for instance supplying zero volts, for strobing data 
to be displayed at the pixel. Alternate ones of the elon- 
gate electrodes 1a and 1b are connected together to 
form two sets of interdigitated electrodes which are con- 
nected to receive the data signals described hereinbe- 25 
fore. Each pixel is switchable between a reflective state 
and a diffractive state. 

Figure 13 illustrates a projection display using an 
SLM 40 having pixels of the type shown in Figures 11 
and 1 2. The SLM 40 is illuminated by a light source 41 . 30 
Projection lenses 47 and 48 and mirrors 49 and 50 
project an image displayed by the SLM 40 onto a screen 
44. 

Light from the light source 41 is incident normally 
on the SLM 40. Each pixel which is in the reflective mode 35 
reflects the incident light normally back so that the re- 
flected light is not projected by the optical elements 47 
to 50. Thus, a "dark" pixel is imaged on the screen 44. 
Each pixel in the diffractive mode deflects the incident 
light into the non-zero diffractive orders, mainly into the 40 
positive and negative first orders as illustrated by light 
rays 45 and 46. The light from each such pixel is thus 
imaged to a "bright" pixel on the screen 44. 

Although the ferroelectric materials have the advan- 
tage of being relatively fast switching, other bistable liq- 45 
uid crystal materials and modes may be used, such as 
antiferroelectric liquid crystal (AFLC) and bistable 
nematic modes such as bistable twisted nematic (BTN). 
Examples of alternative materials and modes together 
with suitable addressing waveforms are described here- so 
inafter. 

The addressing waveforms described hereinbefore 
are appropriate for FLC materials having minima in their 
t- V drive voltage range. However, FLC materials which 
do not have such a minimum may also be used. In this 5£ 
case., addressing waveforms of the type shown in Figure 
14 may be used. The strobe waveform comprises a 
blanking pulse surrounded by pulses for providing DC 
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balance. These DC balance pulses are not necessary if 
the strobe pulses are inverted in alternate frames. The 
blanking pulse is followed by a bipolar strobe pulse. As 
described hereinbefore, the blanking pulses required 
only when the device is switched on and possibly only 
occasionally thereafter but not as part of each frame re- 
fresh cycle. The strobe pulse is inverted for each frame. 

Figure 15 illustrates a typical addressing waveform 
for an AFLC. Following the strobe pulse, a holding volt- 
age is required to maintain the pixel in the selected bist- 
able state throughout the frame. Blanking is then 
achieved by a reset or relax period, during which the 
AFLC relaxes to the black state. A waveform of this type 
may therefore be used but omitting the reset or relax 
period between frames. Further, the initial blanking is 
unnecessary because the display is initially in its relaxed 
or black state. The strobe waveform is inverted for al- 
ternate frames so as to provide DC balancing. 

Figure 16 illustrates a strobe waveform for use in 
the bistable nematic mode. The waveform comprises a 
reset pulse followed by a partial reset pulse and a se- 
lection pulse which together act as the strobe pulse or 
signal. 

Bistable nematic devices using surface alignment 
gratings are disclosed in WO 97/14990, which discloses 
an addressing scheme based on blanking and selection 
as illustrated in Figure 17. Again, the blanking pulse is 
only required initially or occasionally and is not required 
during each frame refresh cycle. 

Figures 18 and 19 illustrate another device in which 
the electrode and reflector functions are provided by 
separate elements. The pixel illustrated in Figures 18 
and 19 differs from that illustrated in Figures 11 and 12 
in that the strobe electrode 5 is disposed between the 
liquid crystal layer 38 with its alignment layer 37 and the 
static quarter waveplate 36. Such an arrangement has 
the advantage that the drive voltage is not dropped 
across the waveplate 36 so that the drive voltage may 
be reduced. The strobe electrode 5 is transparent and 
may be made of I TO. A separate mirror 55 is provided 
between the glass substrate 32 and a further alignment 
layer 37 for use during formation of the waveplate 36. 
The mirror 55 does not have to function as an electrode 
and may therefore be made of dielectric material. 

Figure 20 illustrates another arrangement of the da- 
ta electrodes. In this case, the data signal generator 2 
shown in Figure 4 is divided into two parts disposed at 
opposite ends of the data electrodes. The first data elec- 
trodes are connected to the data signal generator A and 
the second data electrodes are connected to the data 
signal generator B. Such an arrangement has the ad- 
vantage that the aperture ratio of the pixel is improved 
because the geometrical layout of the electrodes allows 
the gaps between the interdigitated pixel electrodes to 
be minimised. 

Although the embodiments described hereinbefore 
have used digital operation, analogue operation, for in- 
stance of the domain growth analogue type, is also pos- 
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Claims 

1 . A diffractive liquid crystal device comprising: a layer 
of bistable liquid crystal (38); a plurality of strobe 
electrodes (5); a plurality of pairs of data electrodes 
(1a, 1b); a plurality of picture elements, each of 
which is formed at an intersection of a respective 
one of the strobe electrodes (5) and a respective 
one of the pairs of data electrodes (1 a,1 b), the data 
electrodes (1a, 1b) of each pair being interdigitated 
at each picture element; a strobe signal generator 
(6) for supplying strobe signals to the strobe elec- 
trodes (5) such that each strobe electrode (5) re- 
ceives strobe signals of alternate polarity in consec- 
utive frames of a first time period; and a data signal 
generator (2) for supplying first and second data 
signals to first and second ones of the data elec- 
trodes (1 a, 1 b), respectively, of each pair in synchro- 
nism with each strobe signal, characterised in that 
the strobe signals do not include blanking signals 
between the frames of the first time period and in 
that the first and second data signals comprise, dur- 
ing the first time period: switching signals (S) for se- 
lecting a n on -diffractive picture element state; a 
switching signal and (S) a non-switching signal (N), 
respectively, in odd frames for selecting a diffractive 
picture element state; and a non-switching signal 
(N) and a switching signal (S), respectively, in even 
frames for selecting a diffractive picture element 
state. 



5. A device as claimed in Claim 2 or 3, characterised 
in that the strobe signal generator (6) is arranged to 
supply, during a second time period following the 
first time period, to each of the strobe electrodes (5) 
5 a second blanking signal which is of opposite polar- 

ity to that of the first blanking signal and which pre- 
cedes and is of opposite polarity to that of the strobe 
signal of a first frame of the second time period. 

10 6. A device as claimed in Claim 5, characterised in that 
the strobe signal generator (6) is arranged to supply 
the second blanking signals simultaneously to the 
strobe electrodes (5). 

is 7. A device as claimed in any one of the preceding 
claims, characterised in that the strobe signals in a 
first frame of the first time period are of the same 
polarity. 

20 8. A device as claimed in any one of the preceding 
claims, characterised in that the bistable liquid crys- 
tal is ferroelectric liquid crystal. 

9. A device as claimed in any one of claims 1 to 7, 
25 characterised in that the bistable liquid crystal is an- 

tiferroelectric liquid crystal. 

10. A device as claimed in any one of claims 1 to 7, 
characterised in that the bistable liquid crystal is 

30 bistable nematic liquid crystal. 



2. A device as claimed in Claim 1 , characterised in that 35 
the strobe signal generator (6) is arranged to supply 
to each of the strobe electrodes (5) a first blanking 
signal preceding and of opposite polarity to that of 
the strobe signal of a first frame of the first time pe- 
riod. 40 



3. A device as claimed in Claim 2, characterised in that 
the strobe signal generator (6) is arranged to supply 
the first blanking signals simultaneously to the 
strobe electrodes (5). 45 



4. A device as claimed in any one of the preceding 
claims, characterised in that the data signal gener- 
ator (2) is arranged to supply, during a second time 
period following the first time period, the first and 50 
second data signals comprising: switching signals 
(S) for selecting a non -diffractive picture element 
state; a non-switching signal (N) and a switching 
signal (S), respectively, in odd frames for selecting 
a diffractive picture element state; and a switching ss 
signal (S) and a non-switching signal (N), respec- 
tively, in even frames for selecting a diffractive pic- 
ture element state. 
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